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Introduction
The professional meeting is an integral component of the research and academic
universe. Professional meetings are also important in industries such as computing,
medicine, and sports. Overall, meetings or conferences have always been a core
component of human existence. In recent times the funds available to hold and attend
meetings have shrunk while the number of meeting's has skyrocketed. However, the
design and format of the professional meeting is not much different from meetings of 10
or 20 years ago. There is also very little research on professional meetings - one of the
primary means for knowledge exchange, socialization, and evolution of scholarly and
other communities. In addition, there is almost no research on the current and potential
impact of information technologies on the professional meeting (with the exception of
recent work on electronic publishing and decade-old experiments to use conferencing
technology for large-scale meetings). It is entirely possible that the professional meeting
of the future will look very different. Economics, time constraints, and an increasing
multidisciplinary environment will propel change. Information technology will most
likely play a major role in such efforts.
Information Systems research is uniquely qualified to apply the multidisciplinary
research methods needed to analyze the professional meeting as an activity of interest.
For example, research on office work includes time studies of workers, surveys of
preferences, and laboratory experiments. IS research is also relevant for the next step;
proposing and testing changes to the meeting with respect to information technology. The
professional meeting offers opportunities for targeted research on large-scale
conferencing, collaboration, socialization, and information exchange. Finally, as
increasingly heavy meeting users and planners it is in our best interests to understand the
professional meeting.
This paper is a first attempt to define a research agenda for investigating the professional
meeting and the role of technology in the meeting of the future.
Relevant Research
Definitions and studies of academia typically find that presenting articles at professional
meetings is an integral component of scholarship (e.g., Bell, 1992). These studies tend to

consider professional meetings as a natural output of scholarship and not much more than
that. Most of the research on professional meetings is limited to guidebooks created by
experienced meetings organizers and associations (e.g., Carnes 1980, Finkel, 1976).
There is some related research on scholarly communities and use of technology. For
example, Watson (1994) promotes the use of the Internet as a tool to change the basic
infrastructure of scholarly communities and particularly the MIS community. The articles
focuses on collaborative research, electronic publishing, and journal reviewing and
editing and outlines the potential gains of applying various available technologies. Turoff
(1978) and colleagues pioneered the use of computer conferencing for large-scale
meetings in the 1970's.
There is a growing body of research on electronic publishing (e.g., Harris and Stephen,
1995) and digital libraries (e.g., Kling and Covi, 1995). Research on community is also
relevant in understanding professional meetings. Community members' use shared
symbolic systems to mark the existence of the community and to set its boundaries. The
less physical the boundary, the more there is a need for symbolic activities (Harrison and
Stephen 1995). Professional meetings and conferences are as such a symbolic activity.
Conferences mark the existence of an association and participation in conferences
indicates membership in a particular community.
Based on our ongoing literature search there is a need to conduct basic research on the
characteristics and processes of professional meetings. The results of such research will
provide a basis for designing studies to investigate the role of information technology in
the professional meeting of the future.

Figure 1: A Framework for Research on Professional Meetings
Framework
Our literature search revealed that there is very little formal research and theory on
professional meetings, though several research areas apply to professional meetings.
Figure 1 presents a working framework for investigating the professional meeting. The
framework is based on extracting relevant theory from a conglomerate of related
disciplines (the shaded boxes), issues discussed during panel sessions organized by the
first author during the large ACM Computer Science Conference (Mandviwalla, et al.
1996a) and the relatively small ACM Computer Personnel Research Conference
(Mandviwlla, et al., 1996b), and an ongoing online survey of technology use in
professional meetings (see http://pad.cis.temple.edu/conference). Table 1 in Appendix A

provides a more detailed breakdown of the related disciplines and professional meeting
topics.
The framework is intended to apply to all types of professional meetings -- not just
academic and research meetings. However, our understanding of non-academic nonresearch meetings is preliminary at best.
Pilot Study
A pilot study was designed to better understand the relative importance of the factors
included in the working framework and to create a baseline for further research. We
wanted to understand the underlying characteristics governing the behavior of meetings,
specifically, the goals and constraints of meeting users and their current satisfaction with
meetings. Initially focusing on meeting users is appropriate because they are the
necessary ingredients for the existence of a meeting. Such data should provide a basis for
planning more targeted research.
Methodology. The initial target population was the typical researcher/educator attending
an academic conference. We created an online web based survey and solicited
respondents electronically through academic listservers. The survey was conducted as
part of a panel on the topic of this paper at AIS 1996 (Mandviwalla, et al. 1996c). During
the panel session, attendees were also asked to fill in a paper-based version of the survey.
Results. 91% of the 34 respondents were educators or researchers. They attend on
average 4 conferences every two years and receive $1,000 to $2,999 of financial support
from their institution. Overall, the respondents expressed satisfaction with conference
they attend frequently or consider most important (the average was 4.0 on a Likert scale
of 1 to 5, 1 being bad and 5 excellent). The respondents also rated as "good" their
satisfaction with the conference length (3.9), content (4.1) and size (3.8). Cost is the only
factor that was not rated highly (3.3)._
The number one reason for attending a conference was the content. Visibility and
networking contended for number two spot (job requirement and professional
advancement were the other choices).
Respondents were also asked to consider goals for the professional meeting of the future.
"Increase the ability to maintain and create social contact" was the top goal. Cost
containment came in second and a third goal was to establish conferences as focal points
for electronic activities before and after a conference. It is interesting to note that the
respondents were less interested in attending conferences outside their field; a goal that is
often mentioned by conference organizers trying to increase multidisciplinary
participation. The group is also less interested in more frequent smaller conferences;
another goal often suggested by visionaries when visualizing the conference of the future.
Finally, there was little interest in "virtual conferences." This suggests that technologies
associated with virtual conferencing will in the near future play a supplemental role to
physical conferences.

Respondents were also asked specific questions about the use and appropriateness of
various technologies. One interesting result is that almost 1/2 (56%) of the participants
preferred the use of e-mail and the WWW for "call for papers". The most common used
conference technologies reported were_ online announcements (62%), interactive
sessions (52%), archive (48%), virtual professional conference or workshop (24%), and
online presentations (19%).
Conclusion and Future Research Agenda
Given such a small and self-selected sample it is hard to make any conclusive
judgements. The pilot also only considered a few of the issues identified in our
framework. Clearly some of our intuitions about meeting planners and users goals,
constraints, technology acceptance, and perceived outcomes are off base. There is a need
for more detailed baseline research on the characteristics and behavior surrounding
professional meetings and a need to sharpen our theoretical understanding by revising the
proposed framework.
For future research the survey method is appropriate for reaching a large and diverse
population, though it does not provide enough detail about the processes that occur
during a session (the "during" category in the "Professional Meeting" box in Figure 1).
We have videotaped several sessions of a conference to apply detailed protocol analysis
for documenting important processes, activities, and behavior. There is also a need for
archival research to provide baseline data about the logistics, costs, and other
stakeholders (such as the travel industry) of the professional meeting. In parallel with this
research we need to experiment with new forms of meetings and the use of new
technologies in meeting -- such experiments are already underway primarily as efforts to
improve meetings. There is a need to coordinate these efforts so that valuable
opportunities to study professional meetings are not lost. There is obviously much to do
and we hope other IS researchers are as excited about the possibilities as we are.
References and Appendix A available upon request from the first author and on the
web from:
http://pad.cis.temple.edu/conference
There is only a slight correlation (corr=0.20) between the financial support a participant receives and the
number of conference they attend. There was a negative correlation (-0.35849) between financial support
and satisfaction with conference costs.
This part of the questionnaire was answered by 18 participants only

